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Abstract
The threats of climate change and peak oil have roots in our society’s
dependence on the availability of cheap fossil fuels for its function and design. In order
to both decrease greenhouse gas emissions and significantly lower the demand on
fossil fuels, our settlements –built when oil was cheap and abundant- must ‘relocalize’,
or develop the systems which will enable the local production of food, energy,
materials, employment, and goods. The Transition Movement has developed as a
grassroots, community-based response to these challenges, grounded in the belief that
a higher quality of life has the opportunity to emerge from a collaborative, communitydirected transition to a lower-energy and locally-rooted future.
In this study, I seek to explore the manifestation of the Transition Movement
in Australia, through the development of four initiatives- Transition Sunshine Coast,
Transition Blue Mountains, Transition Sydney, and Transition Bellingen. Through
formal interviews with the active leaders of these Transition groups, I will document
how the initiatives formed, their progress to date, their relationships with local
community groups and councils, and the challenges they face. Through analysis of this
data, I aim to identify the initiatives’ progress as related to the purposes they have
evolved to fill within communities, their common challenges, and factors that could
contribute to the continued spread of the Transition Movement in Australia.
I found that Transition groups have emerged as catalysts for community
projects which are networked to the global movement, hubs for community
environmental collaboration, and vehicles to mainstream environmental problems and
solutions. The strength of Transition’s approach to environmental and social change
comes in its comprehensive, positive, adaptable, and inclusive model. However,
Transition groups face challenges due to their voluntary nature, and in determining
how to effectively work with existing community groups. Ultimately, this project is an
exploration into the current state of a living process- one which is dependent on
commitment, experience, evolution, and adaptation to move it forward. These findings
serve as documentation to what may eventually be seen as only its earliest phases.
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1.0 Introduction
The Transition Movement was developed in England by permaculturalist and
educator Rob Hopkins in 2006 (Hopkins & Lipman 2009, p.15). The Transition
concept is based on the assumptions that life with dramatically lower energy
consumptions is inevitable, and that the present design of our communities and
settlements do not provide us with a level of resilience capable of withstanding the
energy shocks that will accompany peak oil and climate change (O’Rourke 2008,
p.11). Fundamental change to a society dependent on the existence and expansion of
oil supplies is therefore inevitable, as will be the development and strengthening of
local networks such as food production and energy creation (Hopkins 2008a, p.17).
The Transition Movement provides a global network and resources, tools, literature,
and support for communities seeking to develop a comprehensive ‘Energy Descent
Action Pathway’ to begin the process of decreasing their locality’s dependence on
fossil fuels (Boehnhert 2008, p.2).

1.1 Energy Descent
1.1.1 Peak Oil
At the center of the Transition concept is the reality of our society’s
dependence on oil, and the challenges presented by a socially and economically
vulnerable future as we reach and surpass global peak oil supplies (Boehnhert 2008,
p.5). Peak oil is defined as “the point when further expansion of oil production
becomes impossible because new production flows are fully offset by production
declines” (Hopkins 2008a, p. 21). Though half of the oil available for extraction is still
in the ground when peak oil is reached, this ‘midway point’ signifies when oil supply
begins to direct demand, as the remaining oil is more expensive to extract, of lesser
quality, and heading towards eventual depletion (Hopkins 2008a, p.22).
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The rise, peak, and decline pattern of oil production was first modeled
mathematically by geologist M. King Hubbert in 1956 (Hopkins 2008a, p.22). Hubbert
designed a graph, known as the ‘Hubbert curve’ (see Figure 1) which showed that oil
production follows a bell curve, and at its peak, half of the resources have been
extracted (Hubbert Peak of Oil Production 2007). Hubbert predicted in 1956 that US
oil production would peak around 1970, and that global oil production would peak in
the 1990s (Hopkins 2008a, p.22).

Figure 1- The Hubbert curve; which showed that at its peak, half of oil supplies have been extracted.

Alarming trends being tracked today seem to affirm Hubbert’s predictions that
we have reached, or are nearing peak oil (Woods 2008, p.7). Global oil production has
remained at 85-86 million barrels a day for the last three years, which points to a
possible plateau in production that could indicate our having reached peak global oil
supplies (Woods 2008, p.8). According to Richard Heinberg (2007), global rates of
discovery of new oil fields have been in decline since 1964; most oil-producing nations
follow the pattern that a peak in discovery precedes the peak in production by 30 to 40
years (Hopkins 2008a, p.22). In addition, the world consumes 27 billion barrels of oil a
year, which is almost four times the rate of current discoveries, pointing to a
mathematically unsustainable rate of oil production at current levels of demand
(Woods 2008, p.9). The International Energy Agency’s November 2008 report “World
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Energy Outlook 2008” reported after a study of the world’s 800 largest oil fields an
“unprecedented warning of an energy crisis to come. We must secure a supply of
reliable and affordable energy and effect a rapid transformation to a low carbon,
efficient, environmentally benign system of energy supply” (Woods 2008, p.18).
1.1.2 Climate Change
Climate change is the overarching environmental threat facing our planet.
According to the 2008 released findings of Spratt and Sutton’s Climate Code Red, the
amount of greenhouse gases we have released into the atmosphere has already raised
global temperature 1.4 degrees Celsius, which will lead to an irreversible melting of
Arctic summer sea ice and through positive feedbacks, acceleration of global warming
in the coming years (Spratt & Sutton 2008, p.4). The report warns that current
greenhouse gas reduction policies following the two degrees Celsius temperature
change target are outdated, and that we should expect catastrophic levels of climate
change to occur more quickly, and at lower rates of global temperature changes than
previous findings have predicted (Spratt & Sutton 2008, p.44).
The Transition Movement emphasizes that to build a sustainable society, we
must see the threats of climate change and peak oil as a common challenge, and work
to both lower our carbon footprints by reducing the use of fossil fuels, and rebuild
resilient communities that are not dependent on the availability of cheap fossil fuels for
their food and energy production (Hopkins 2008a, p.77). The Transition Movement
stresses that to effectively approach and seek solutions to these challenges, we have the
responsibility to both mitigate our impact on natural systems, and adapt to what will
inevitably be a post-carbon, post-fossil fuel world (Boehnhert 2008, p.2).
1.1.3 The need for relocalization
Both climate change and peak oil are a result of our dependence on fossil fuels
(Bradford 2007). Therefore with the decline of available fossil fuels through
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diminishing supplies and the need to reduce global carbon emissions, local systems for
food production and energy creation, and energy descent planning will become an
economic necessity (Boehnhert 2008, p.6). According to David Holmgren (2006), an
energy descent future will inevitably reduce the mobility of people and goods and will
therefore lead to relocalization, defined by The Relocalization Network (2009) as a
“strategy that aims to build societies based on the local production of food, energy,
employment, and goods, along with the local development of currency, government,
and culture”.
Though our current settlements, food, economic, and energy infrastructures
were designed when oil was cheap and abundant, the threats of climate change and
peak oil require us to develop local economic systems that will build regional stability
through the consequent reduction of fossil fuel use (Bradford 2007). The goal of
relocalization, then, is to build water, energy, and food systems that “promote local self
reliance and security, that improve environmental conditions, decrease dependence on
fossil fuels, and in the process build community and strengthen local identity” (Keady,
Williams & Marshall 2008, p.5). According to Rob Hopkins, the founder of the
Transition Movement, planned relocalization involving decentralized energy
infrastructure and localized food production is the inevitable direction our
communities must move in if we are to successfully cope with the challenges of peak
oil and climate change (2008a, p.38).

1.2 The Transition Movement
The Transition Movement was developed by Rob Hopkins in England in 2006
(Hopkins & Lipman 2009, p.15). The idea of the larger movement was born out of an
‘Energy Descent Action Plan’ developed by Hopkins’ students in Kinsale, Ireland,
which envisioned the town’s transition to a lower-energy future through the
9

localization of its food production systems, and minimization of its energy demands by
2021 (Keady, Williams & Marshall 2008, p.6). This framework was the first of its kind
developed in the world, and was formally adopted by Kinsale’s local government in
2005 (Keady, Williams & Marshall 2008, p.6). Following the success of the Kinsale
plan, Hopkins developed the Transition Movement, which essentially presents an
adaptable design system for communities to use in order to respond to the threats of
peak oil and climate change through a process of relocalization and community
capacity building (Boehnhert 2008, p.2). It is based on the logic that if we wait for
government to devise a systemic and comprehensive plan for a community’s needs for
the future, it will be too late, and if we rely on individual behavioral change, the effect
will be too little (Hopkins 2008a, p.76). The most fertile ground to work from is the
community level, and our most valuable assets lie in the creativity, goodwill, and
collective power of individual community members, who seek to build resilience in the
places in which they live, and who will work with people and councils that they know
and trust (Hopkins 2008a, p.134).
Through this process, and through the global network of support, resources,
tools, momentum, and leadership that the Transition Network provides, the movement
aims to serve as a catalyst for communities to build the networks and relations required
to reduce the energy demands and oil dependence of their localities (Hopkins &
Lipman 2009, p.3).
1.2.1

Principles of Transition

The philosophical core of the Transition Movement is summed up in this quote
by its founder, Rob Hopkins, “Inherent within the challenges of peak oil and climate
change is an extraordinary opportunity to reinvent, rethink, and rebuild the world
around us” (Brownlee 2008, p.5). Though the environmental and social challenges we
face are severe, the Transition Movement contends that within them also lies the
10

opportunity for a cultural renaissance, which will rely on individuals and communities
envisioning a more desirable and secure future independent of fossil fuels, and then
taking practical action to catalyze positive change (Boehnhert 2008, p.4).
The fundamental goal of Transition, then, is to lower demand on fossil fuels
and cut carbon emissions by building local resilience, which is defined as,
“the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while
undergoing change, so as to still retain essentially the same function, structure,
identity, and feedbacks. In Transition, the concept is applied to settlements and
their need to be able to withstand shock from the larger economic system
caused by the effects of climate change and peak oil” (Hopkins & Lipman,
2009 p.6).
The Transition Movement supports building resilience through the process of
relocalization, or “the means by which a region, county, or city frees itself from an
overdependence on the global economy and invests its own resources to produce a
significant portion of the goods, services, foods, and energy it consumes from its local
endowment of financial, natural, and human capital” (Hopkins 2008a, p.69). Appendix
C provides Transition Sydney’s vision of the features of a resilient community.
The principles that define the Transition approach include positive visioning as
a psychological tool to catalyze practical action, dialogue and inclusion of people
outside of traditional environmental circles, and raising awareness of environmental
challenges (Hopkins & Lipman 2009, pp.6-8). Transition is also an approach that seeks
to explore solutions on a community level scale; it is rooted in the concept of
resilience, and in psychological insights of barriers to change such as powerlessness,
fear, and isolation (Hopkins 2008a, p.141). According to Hopkins (2008a), ‘Transition’
seeks to differentiate itself from frameworks associated with conventional
environmentalism such as ‘doom and gloom thinking’, and tools of lobbying and
protesting, and instead approaches sustainability through holistic systems thinking, and
through tools of positive envisioning and public participation (p.135).
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1.2.2 Foundation of permaculture principles
A core foundation of the Transition model is the concept of permaculture,
developed in the 1970s by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren (Holmgren 2006).
Permaculture describes a systems-thinking model for the design of sustainable human
settlements and agricultural systems (Holmgren 2006). According to co-founder David
Holmgren, permaculture design principles provide the conceptual tools to aid us in the
movement “towards a sustainable culture based on renewable energy, cyclical material
flows, small scale, and holistic thinking” (Holmgren 2002, p. xxvii). Permaculture,
which aims to provide the skills, ideas, and ways of living required for human beings
to function as productive citizens rather than dependent consumers, is seen as a logical
foundation for energy descent planning (Holmgren 2002, p.xix).
The “12 Principles of Permaculture” in particular have served to inspire the
Transition model; these include ideas such as catching and storing energy, obtaining a
yield, ensuring that a system can self-regulate and produces no waste, integrating
rather than segregating resources, maximizing beneficial relationships, and using and
valuing diversity (Holmgren 2006). The Transition Movement is an attempt to
mainstream principles of permaculture, and adapt them to the realm of town-level
organization and design (Hopkins 2008a, p.141).
1.2.3 Steps to become a Transition Initiative
The Transition Movement has currently outlined twelve steps interested groups
can follow to set up a Transition initiative in their community (see Appendix D). These
steps are evolving guidelines shaped by the experiences of groups taking on Transition
in their communities, and are not meant to be followed prescriptively but rather to
serve as a guide for groups who must then adapt the model to the needs of their
communities and the skills of their members (Hopkins 2008a, p.148).
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These steps include forming a steering group and designing its demise, so that a
hierarchal, bureaucratic system is not created; raising awareness of peak oil and
climate change in the community through film screenings, lectures, and community
events; networking with existing community groups working towards sustainability;
and organizing an ‘unleashing’ of the Transition initiative in the town (Hopkins 2008a,
pp. 149-159). Additional steps include forming working groups to tackle issues such as
food, waste, energy, and local council relations, developing visible manifestations of
the project, and holding ‘re-skilling events’ to teach practical cooking, mending,
building, sewing, and gardening skills to participants (Hopkins 2008a, pp.160-170).
The development of an Energy Descent Action Plan is the last of the twelve
steps that have been developed thus far, and is essentially the working goal for most
Transition groups. It draws together the work being done by the various groups and
within the larger community, and facilitates collective envisioning of the future
sustainability and resilience of the town (Hopkins 2008a, p. 172). The group plans
backwards from this vision, to devise what working groups and networks between
activists, business, and local government need to be developed now, and then sets out a
practical roadmap for the town to follow to reduce its overall energy demands
(Hopkins 2009).

1.3 Transition in Australia
Since 2006, the Transition Movement has spread to 13 countries, with close to
500 communities ‘transitioning’ globally; in Australia, there are currently 15 official
Transition initiatives (Transition Sunshine Coast 2009).
Transition Sunshine Coast was the first initiative in the country and the first
outside of the UK. It was launched in September 2007 by Sonya Wallace and Janet
Millington out of the Sunshine Coast Energy Action Center, which was created only a
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month earlier (Hopkins 2008b, p.228). Transition Sunshine Coast has drafted an
Energy Descent Action Plan for the region, the first of its kind in Australia, and only
the second in the world following the 2005 Kinsale Plan (Transition Sunshine Coast,
2009). The energy descent plan will be launched in hopes of making the Sunshine
Coast an international example of community-led, local government supported
solutions for regional energy descent (Transition Sunshine Coast, 2009).
Transition Blue Mountains became an official initiative in July 2008, and is a
regional project covering the towns of Wentworth Falls, Leura, Katoomba, and
Medlow Baths; this region is located approximately 100 km west of Sydney
(Transition Blue Mountains, 2009). The Transition Initiative at Katoomba currently
focuses on networking with and supporting the existing activist community groups in
the Blue Mountains region, that work in areas such as food sustainability, local
business promotion, permaculture, public transportation, conservation, community
gardens, and waste management (Hopkins 2008b, p.231).
Transition Sydney was formed in 2008 with a goal of acting as a “catalyst for
initiation and an ongoing support structure for community activist groups in Sydney”
(Hopkins 2008b, p. 235). The Transition group is currently functioning as a non-profit
incorporated association, and has goals of building and developing relationships with
organizations on the regional and state level, and serving as a support, training, and
resource hub for emerging Transition groups within the greater Sydney area (Hopkins
2008b, p.236).
The Bellingen Shire Transition Initiative (BSTI) was formed in 2008, with
origins in the Bellingen Climate Action Group and the Bellingen Local Food Network,
both formed in 2007 (Hopkins 2008b, p. 234). The existing groups were looking for a
“vision and model that encompassed the bigger picture” when they decided to become
an official Transition Initiative (Hopkins 2008b, p.235). BSTI currently functions as a
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networking hub for community groups working for sustainability in Bellingen Shire,
and has goals of uniting these efforts through the development of an ‘Energy Action
Plan’ (Siegal 2009, pers. comm., 30 April).

1.4 Justification of Study
In this study, I want to analyze the Transition model as a unique and
comprehensive approach to social and environmental change, and the ways in which it
has been taken on by activists and communities in Australia. The Transition Movement
provides a community design system based on the principles of permaculture and
rooted in an understanding of the psychology of change, and the power of individuals
taking practical action for the security of their own communities. It is a movement that
in its first three years has spread virally around the world, and has the potential to
become a global social movement, mainstreaming concepts of community resilience,
localization, energy descent, and a consequently more secure and abundant future. At
a time when global environmental crises appear overwhelming and largely ignored by
government and industry, the Transition Movement has emerged as a grassroots-based
experiment in the “possibilities of applied optimism” (Hopkins 2008a, p.15), and aims
to serve as a catalyst for communities to effectively and collaboratively design energy
descent pathways. This study will explore how the Transition vision has so far
manifested in Australia through the work of four Transition community groups.
1.4.1

Aims of Study

I will focus on the work being done at Transition Sunshine Coast, Transition
Blue Mountains, Transition Sydney, and Transition Bellingen. I will be studying the
current state of these groups’ transition processes, the unique and common challenges
they face, their relationships with community groups and local councils, and their short
and long-term goals for the future. This will serve as a snapshot of the current state of
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the earliest sets of Transition initiatives in Australia. I will also attempt to identify
these initiatives’ progress as related to the purposes they have evolved to fill within
their communities, and factors that could facilitate the continued spread of the
Transition Movement in Australia. This study seeks to synthesize and share the stories
of communities-in-transition, for the benefit of those already working within the
Transition Movement, and for those new to the concept, and interested in beginning
projects in their own communities.

2.0 Methodology
I choose to include in my study an analysis of the Transition initiatives on the
Sunshine Coast, Bellingen, Sydney, and the Blue Mountains, because after emailing
contacts within the Transition Movement and through researching online and in the
Australian version of the Transition Handbook, I determined that these initiatives were
established enough to provide a solid foundation for my research. Transition Sunshine
Coast was the first initiative in Australia and outside of the UK, and is in the process of
releasing the first Energy Descent Action Plan in Australia. The other three initiatives
were featured in the Australian version of the Transition Handbook, maintained
extensive websites, and my contacts there were interested in speaking with me for the
project. I also choose these four locations because I thought they would provide me
with a variety of examples of how Transition has been adapted to Australia, from the
urban context in Sydney, to the regional initiatives on the Sunshine Coast and in the
Blue Mountains, to a town-level example in Bellingen.
I conducted my study in Eudlo (a Transition town on the Sunshine Coast where
my advisor Sonya Wallace lived), in Sydney, and at Katoomba in the Blue Mountains.
I choose not to travel to Bellingen, because with the advice of my adviser and through
my own research, I assessed that the nature of Transition initiatives in their early
16

phases is that there is not much to “see” in the actual towns, and so I would be able to
sufficiently collect my data through formal interviews over the phone rather than by
physically traveling to Bellingen.

2.1 Data Collection
I collected my data through 10 formal interviews during the time period of
April 14 through April 30 (see Appendix A). I spoke with two active steering group
members of each Transition initiative I focused on in this study. In addition to the
Transition group leaders, I spoke with Penny Pyett, the President of Permaculture
North in Sydney in order to get an understanding of the relationship between
Transition groups and existing community groups in a locality. I also spoke with Fiona
Campbell, a member of the local council in Rendwick in the Sydney area and an active
member of the Transition group, to learn about an example of a Transition initiative’s
relationship with a local council.
2.1.1 Formal Interviews
I choose intensive interviewing as my prime method of data collection because
at this early phase of Transition initiatives, the most beneficial information I could
gather were the stories of the groups, and their challenges and goals for the future. As
mentioned previously, there is not much to “see” at this point in groups’ Transition
processes, and the movement consists mainly of small community groups driven by a
few passionate individuals holding meetings, raising awareness, and deciding how they
should most effectively proceed within the context of their community. Therefore it
made most sense for my project to either conduct formal interviews in person or over
the phone with the primary leaders of the Transition initiatives I focused on.
I asked my interviewees the same set of ten questions (see Appendix B)
covering a range of topics including how the group was formed, what practical
17

initiatives have emerged, what challenges have been faced, their relationship with
community groups and the local council, and their short and long term goals for the
future. I asked Penny Pyett, the President of Permaculture North, questions more
focused on the relationship between permaculture groups and the Transition
Movement. Through the interviewing process, the design and flow of the interview
naturally progressed as I gained confidence in what to ask and in what order to
proceed. If a new question would come up during the course of an interview that I
deemed important to the direction of the project, I would e-mail the question to the
people I had already interviewed, so that I would have a balanced account of all
interviewees responses to the particular question.
2.1.2 Background Research and Additional Data Collection
I also consulted a variety of background resources and documents for my
research, which I either obtained through online searches or that were provided to me
by the people I interviewed. These included literature published by the Transition
Movement, thesis papers and other published articles on various aspects of the
movement, sections of the Sunshine Coast’s Energy Descent Plan, a Transition Sydney
document produced as a result of a group brainstorming meeting on energy descent
planning, and Transition Bellingen’s ‘Overview, History, and Next Steps’ as provided
to their local council. The core text for my research was The Transition Handbook,
published in 2008 by Rob Hopkins, the founder of the Transition Movement.
When possible, I also attended Transition group meetings and events. On April
21 I attended a meeting of Transition Sydney, where guest lecturer Robert Pekin spoke
on his success with community supported agriculture in Brisbane. On April 29 I
attended a Transition Blue Mountains movie launch of “A Good Home Forever” which
explored the retrofitting process of a home in the Upper Blue Mountains. These events
proved uniquely significant in helping me to understand how the Transition concept is
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manifested in real communities and through the collective work of real activists. It
would have been important to attend more events and more meetings of Transition
steering groups, however these meetings are often held once or twice a month, and did
not necessarily coincide with my study dates and itinerary.

2.2 Recording and Analysis
I recorded the information collected from background resources and interviews
into a work journal, and transferred these notes onto my laptop as soon as possible for
a more secure and organized collection of the data. I analyzed my data by looking for
commonalities and differences between the experiences of Transition initiative leaders
in adapting the Transition model to their communities. I also analyzed the strengths of
the Transition model itself, as perceived by interviewees and my developing
understandings throughout the study. I kept in mind the unique aspects of each
community that the interviewees informed me of, such as population size or the
existence of a vibrant activist community, in analyzing the manifestation and progress
of Transition work in each locality. I also looked for themes related to the challenges
Transition initiatives have faced, and the steering group leaders’ perceptions as to how
the movement can continue to spread throughout Australia.

3.0 Results
3.1 Transition Sunshine Coast
3.1.1 Formation of group
Transition Sunshine Coast became the first official Transition initiative in
Australia and the first outside of the UK in September 2007 (Transition Sunshine
Coast 2009). It was created out of the existing Sunshine Coast Energy Action Center
(SEAC), established and run by permaculturalists Janet Millington and Sonya Wallace.
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This center aimed to provide outreach and training for the Sunshine Coast region on
climate change, peak oil, relocalization, permaculture and energy descent planning
(Keady, Williams & Marshall 2008, p.7). In October 2006, Sonya Wallace was
contacted by Transition founder Rob Hopkins, who had read the blog she maintained,
‘Permaculture and Peak Oil’, and encouraged SEAC to become a Transition Town, as
their vision was uniquely in line with that of Hopkin’s and the Transition Movement
(Wallace 2009, pers. comm., 14 April).
Millington and Wallace believed it would prove most effective to structure the
emerging Transition town as a regional initiative for the Sunshine Coast. According to
co-founder Janet Millington (2009), “We knew we would not have as much impact if
we proceeded with smaller town initiatives, and knew we needed the whole Sunshine
Coast region. We were aware that our three councils were being amalgamated into one,
and from permaculture experience also understood that we needed the communication
line directly to the local council, which would now cover the entire region” (pers.
comm., 18 April). Wallace and Millington advertised a 10-week energy descent
planning course called “Time for an Oil Change” out of which the region’s Energy
Descent Action Plan was devised and launched (Wallace 2009, pers. comm., 14 April).
3.1.2

Progress to date

Transition Sunshine Coast maintains a website that advertises Transition
Training courses, and links the various Transition Initiatives in Australia (Transition
Sunshine Coast 2009). Transition Town Eudlo formed in October 2008 as a Transition
initiative within the Sunshine Coast, out of a relocalization group that had formed in
July 2007. Through the Eudlo initiative, working groups are forming such as a food
cooperative with 60 families currently registered to participate. Events are held to work
on or establish permaculture gardens at community members’ homes, and seasonal
community markets have been organized. (Wallace 2009, pers. comm., 14 April).
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3.1.2.1 Energy Descent Action Plan
The writing and release of Transition Sunshine Coast’s Energy Descent Action
Plan is the driving project of the Transition group (Wallace 2009, pers. comm., 14
April). The Energy Descent Action Plan (EDAP) is in the process of being released to
the local council and the larger community, and will be the first of its kind in Australia,
and only the second in the world, following the 2005 Kinsale, Ireland plan. According
to Wallace, the 300-page plan includes both what the community and council can do to
facilitate change towards a lower-energy future in a variety of areas such as food
production, waste management, energy, grey water policies, building regulations, and
composting. The Transition group does not expect acceptance or rejection from the
council, but rather an agreement that the plan opens a dialogue between the community
and council over issues of peak oil and climate change. According to Wallace (2009),
“We envision the council looking at the EDAP as if they were throwing out a casting
net and pulling together all of the initiatives in the town under one umbrella, and
giving them all weight and the understanding that they are not working in isolation”
(pers. comm., 14 April). The EDAP will be released as a ‘living document’ that will be
open for revision and updating, highlighting needs of the community, and where
support is needed from council to seed further initiatives (Millington 2009, pers.
comm., 18 April).
3.1.3

Goals

According to Janet Millington (2009), the most important factor contributing to
future progress of the initiative would be greater awareness within towns and
individuals about the Transition model, and for local initiatives emerging within the
Sunshine Coast to devise their own local energy descent action plans, and feed into,
support, and provide direction to the regional framework (pers. comm., 18 April).
Wallace explains that the developing role of Transition Sunshine Coast -which she
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hopes to expand- is to provide Transition representation on regional taskforces, build
relationships with other regional bodies, offer Transition trainings, and support towns,
groups, and individuals in the region who want to start a Transition initiative (pers.
comm., 15 April 2009).
3.1.4

Relationship with the local council

The Sunshine Coast Regional Council has released an Energy Transition
Initiatives paper and is forming a related committee, to which Transition Sunshine
Coast plans to release its EDAP (Wallace 2009, pers. comm., 14 April). The group is
therefore confident of the council’s receptivity to a community presented action plan in
the form of an EDAP. However in the past, community-council relations in the
Sunshine Coast region have not been very successful; Millington expressed that the
community seems suspicious of consultation because of the lack of practical results of
past consultations. “Attempting collaboration and not doing it properly may be worse
than not doing it at all” (Millington 2009, pers. comm., 18 April).
3.1.5

Challenges

According to Sonya Wallace (2009), the main challenge facing Transition
Sunshine Coast is that of engaging community members and achieving sustained levels
of involvement (pers. comm., 15 April). It is mainly Wallace and Millington driving
the Transition Initiative at this point, and there is not a group consistently meeting to
move it forward; community members do not feel a sense of impetus or urgency for
Transition work (Wallace 2009, pers. comm., 14 April). Millington also discussed
challenges of individual personalities, labeling a significant obstacle to progress “the
plug”, or an individual in a position of power who blocks progress through inaction,
undermining effort, or expressing antagonistic behavior towards the working process
(Millington 2009, pers. comm., 18 April).
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3.2 Transition Blue Mountains
3.2.1

Formation of group

Transition Blue Mountains was formed out of the Katoomba Climate Action
Group, which itself was created in July 2008. Initiating members had heard of the
Transition Movement, and after exploring the concept further, wrote a letter to
sustainability groups in the mountains, inviting them to a meeting to discuss supporting
and joining the movement (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28 April). Out of this meeting
that was attended by approximately 25 people, a Transition steering group was formed
by 7-8 actively interested participants; the Transition group was formally launched in
September 2008 (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28 April).
3.2.2

Progress to date

The Transition group currently has a functioning steering committee, and is
hoping to launch working groups in the coming months. A food group headed by local
activist Gary Caganoff is functioning, yet operating separately from the Transition
group; both groups plan to collaborate efforts once they are more established (Power
2009, pers. comm., 28 April). On April 29, the Transition group held a movie launch
of the film “A Good Home Forever”, which explored the process of retrofitting a home
in the Blue Mountains. Attended by close to 100 people, the group hopes that a
building group will emerge out of the event. The steering committee also envisions
that a ‘heart and soul’ working group, which will explore the psychology behind
change and transition, to form out of an event being held May 24th on Joanna Macy’s
work (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28 April). The Transition group also has a
functioning website it plans to expand, and is hosting a “Harvest Event” meeting on
May 17 between the sustainability groups working in the Blue Mountains, to discuss
future plans for collaborative efforts (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28 April).
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3.2.3

Goals

Short-term goals of the Transition group include awareness raising, building
strong links in the community, and forming beneficial alliances. The group also plans
to compile a database of what work needs to be done, in order to plug in interested
groups and individuals to these tasks (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28 April). Steering
group member Jed Walker emphasizes the goal of coordinating larger, more well
represented, and inclusive events that reach out to more mainstream community
members (2009, pers. comm., 29 April). An example of this would be the recently held
retrofitting movie screening, because concepts of designing a warmer home that lowers
your energy bills does not only interest people identified as “greenies” (Walker 2009,
pers. comm., 29 April). The Transition group also has the goal of expanding its base by
forming relations with relevant, influential people in council, business, and tourism
bodies (Walker 2009, pers. comm., 29 April).
As for long-term goals, Jed Walker envisions the identity of the Blue
Mountains evolving to that a “Transition City” or “Sustainability City”, and receiving
the types of funds and events its decade-long title as a “City for the Arts” has provided
the region. According to Walker (2009), concrete indicators of this success would
include 50% of food grown locally, half of the houses having solar heating and
insulation, half of the electricity coming from renewable sources, and green waste
being composted (pers. comm., 29 April).
The group does not have plans at this stage to write an EDAP, but rather sees
its priority as seeding working groups through events. Clare Power (2009) discussed
being more comfortable with the idea of an energy descent “pathway” rather than plan,
that insinuates not a fixed document with a sequential set of steps to follow, but rather
interconnected actions and initiatives (pers. comm., 28 April).
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3.2.4

Relationship with local community groups and council

According to steering group member Clare Power (2009), a distinguishing
feature of the Blue Mountains region is its vibrant activist community (pers. comm., 28
April). Existing community groups include permaculture networks, slow food
movement, sustainable food network, public transport action, climate action network,
community gardens, conservation society, and waste management. Jed Walker
explained that the Transition initiative does not yet have a formal relationship with
existing groups, as it is still in its early days (Walker 2009, pers. comm., 29 April). A
principle of Transition however, is to increase connectivity between existing groups,
and find a common strategy to spread ideas and create a combined force with which to
lobby council. Transition Blue Mountains will hold a meeting for all sustainability
groups in the mountains, as a conscious attempt to recognize and honor each other’s
work, and to find a more coordinated approach to work towards sustainability (Walker
2009, pers. comm., 29 April).
According to Clare Power, the local council is supportive of the Transition
group, and the last mayor gave the group a $500 grant to seed projects (2009, pers.
comm., 28 April). The council has publicized the group’s events and councilors have
attended meetings, though are unable to provide significant financial support for
initiatives at this point. There is a large sustainability effort already existing in the
council, and therefore the Transition group is interested in collaboration, and confident
that that council will be receptive to future formal approaches (Power 2009, pers.
comm., 28 April).
3.2.5

Challenges

A significant challenge facing Transition Blue Mountains is how to incorporate
the Transition group into the existing activist networks. Both steering group members
Clare Power and Jed Walker relayed a feeling of needing to “tread lightly” in
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introducing the Transition initiative, as activists have reacted by saying “we don’t need
a new name or group; we are already doing this work” (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28
April). Some have displayed fear that an initiative with a model and a plan will
inevitably be hierarchal, which challenges the Transition group to show that a
successful initiative can be both organized and non-hierarchal (Walker 2009, pers.
comm., 29 April). Clare Power explained that in some communities, Transition will be
a driver of change, while in the Blue Mountains, Transition will be most effective as a
facilitator of what is already going on (2009, pers. comm., 28 April). The challenge
comes in supporting and expanding the reach of existing groups, without appearing to
impose a Transition agenda.
There are also geographic challenges to Transition work in the Blue Mountains,
as the region is composed of disparate but joined towns, all dealing with a lack of
agricultural lands (Walker 2009, pers. comm., 29 April).

3.3 Transition Sydney
3.3.1 Formation of group
Transition Sydney became a formal Transition initiative in March 2008. It was
formed through the initial efforts of Peter Driscoll, Andrew Harvey, and Ruth
Wallsgrove (Driscoll 2009, pers. comm., 21 April). Harvey came from the inner west
area of Sydney, Wallsgrove from the north, and Driscoll from the center, and discussed
the reality that just as neither of them had a rooted connection with their neighborhood
in Sydney, so this went for a majority of Sydney’s four million residents. The initiating
group came to the conclusion that they would set their focus not on localities but on
Sydney as a whole, and structure their efforts as a hub of networking, resources, and
support for the neighborhood initiatives they hoped could then emerge in the future
(Driscoll 2009, pers. comm., 21 April).
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According to Peter Driscoll (2009), the group then set out to begin the process
of gathering information about the city, how various local governments were
organized, what community organizations existed, and the current science on peak oil
and climate change (pers. comm., 21 April). Early in the process the group realized
they would need a functioning and credible website, and also an incorporated status in
order to register a domain name. They also knew they would need more people serving
on the steering committee, and by October 2008 had twelve participating members
coming to meetings, with six active steering group leaders attending on a regular basis
(Driscoll 2009, pers. comm., 21 April).
3.3.2 Goals
The primary short-term goals of Transition Sydney involve holding more
Transition trainings, and building a stronger and more expanded website that makes
available resources, presentations and films, and networks with other emerging
Transition hubs. A strategic planning process meeting was held, out of which emerged
a communications and web team, education team, and action planning team, which
will explore what influential individuals to target within business and local government
(Campbell 2009, pers. comm., 26 April). The group hopes that 2009 will see the
unleashing of a number of Transition initiatives at the local level within Sydney, as
there is currently interest in the areas of Hornsby, Lane Cove, and north Sydney.
Writing an energy descent action plan is not the goal at this point for Transition
Sydney, but rather to write a guide for local groups to use in developing their own
energy descent plans (Grayson 2009, pers. comm., 26 April).
3.3.3 Relationship with community groups
According to Fiona Campbell, the role of Transition Sydney is to enable
individual groups to keep their identity, wisdom, and actions, while integrating their
collective sustainability work so that the city has a more coherent roadmap forward
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(Campbell 2009, pers. comm., 26 April). In Sydney, Transition seeks to network with
climate action groups that were created from the state government Department of
Energy and Climate Change, the Alternate Technology Association whose focus is on
small scale affordable domestic technologies such as composting toilets and solar
panels, and the thriving permaculture network such as 400-member Permaculture
North (Driscoll 2009, pers. comm., 21 April). However since Transition Sydney is a
new organization, it is still in the identity-forming and awareness-raising phase, and its
leaders are focused on determining how they want to relate to other groups, and if the
relationship will be more direct or peripheral (Grayson 2009, pers. comm., 26 April).
3.3.3.1 Permaculture North
With 400 members, three regional groups, and 11 local groups, Permaculture
North is the largest functioning permaculture organization in the world (Pyett 2009,
pers. comm., 24 April). The work of Permaculture North aims at preparing people for a
transition to a low energy future by becoming more self reliant and productive; 90% of
its members grow their own food at home (Pyett 2009, pers. comm., 24 April).
President Penny Pyett, though supportive of the Transition Movement and
agreeing to inform her members of its initiatives, is concerned that the diverting of
effort from permaculture work to that of writing an energy descent action plan will
consume the time and resources of Permaculture North’s members. This exemplifies
the challenge of how Transition groups will be able to truly collaborate with
functioning and thriving community groups working within the field of local
sustainability. Pyett emphasizes that it is destructive and a waste of time when likeminded activist groups do not work together but rather focus only on their particular
agenda. However she is hesitant to rush into the Transition Movement, because she
does not want to risk losing the success and structure of Permaculture North;
Transition is a young movement that will have its successes and failures, and will
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reach inevitable limits in working with local government on energy decent policies
(Pyett 2009, pers. comm., 24 April).
3.3.4 Relationship with the local council
According to Russ Grayson (2009), there are 41 local governments in Sydney,
some have heard of Transition, some are interested in the movement, and some have
even embraced its efforts (pers. comm., 26 April). Transition Sydney currently has
positive relationships with the Sydney, Marrickville, Leichharde, Rendwick, north
shore and inner city councils, and seeks to continue developing and strengthening these
relations (Grayson 2009, pers. comm., 26 April).
Fiona Campbell is the sustainability education officer of the Rendwick local
council. Also a member of the Transition Sydney group, she explains that council
initiatives generally seek funding for incentive programs geared at behavior changes,
and that their agenda is ultimately to address community issues. Campbell
recommended that it is ideal to have a council member serving on a Transition
working group to advise their work and serve as a reality check; they have a wealth of
information about the community and government processes which is most effective to
drawn upon. For a council to accept an energy descent action plan, they must have
positive relations with a Transition group beforehand; Transition groups must foster
collaborative relations with sympathetic councilors so they are not working in a
vacuum (Campbell 2009, pers. comm., 26 April).
3.3.5 Challenges
The primary challenge Transition Sydney faces is adapting the Transition
model, developed in small towns in the United Kingdom, to the large urban scale in
Australia. Sydney is a city of over 4 million people, that will have 6 million inhabitants
by 2025 (Grayson 2009, pers. comm., 26 April). It is Australia’s ‘global city’ with
headquarters for many multinational corporations. Many people in Sydney’s outer
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suburbs travel long distances to their work, and it is common to find that they maintain
little connection with the place in which they live, rather perceiving neighborhoods
more as the place in which they sleep (Driscoll 2009, pers. comm., 21 April).
The challenge, then, is to find the existing community groups and determine
the most effective way to interact with them, while allowing all parties to maintain
their independence. According to Russ Grayson (2009), the Transition group must not
rush in to start projects, but rather take the time to explore commonalities and
differences with groups in order to interact most successfully (pers. comm., 26 April).
Fiona Campbell (2009) discussed the challenge of finding a groundswell of
skilled people to support Transition efforts, because an effective Transition steering
group needs people with a variety of skills such as those of project planning and group
facilitation (pers. comm., 26 April). Transition Sydney is also limited by its numbers of
active members, and these members’ lack of time to devote to Transition work slows
projects such as the development of the website, and the group’s ability to offer
trainings. The group has not yet reached a critical mass of people to get the momentum
it needs (Driscoll 2009, pers. comm., 21 April).

3.4 Transition Bellingen
3.4.1 Formation of group
In January 2007, Bellingen organized the first public screening of “An
Inconvenient Truth” to which 300 people attended, and after which the Bellingen
Climate Action Group (BCAG) was formed. Soon after, the ‘Eco-Bello Network’
developed that comprised BCAG, the Bellingen Shire Solar Energy Group, the Local
Food Network, the Bellingen Environment Centre, Bellingen Land care, and the
Rotary Club (Bellingen Shire Transition Initiative 2009, p.2). In February 2008 the
group reconvened and decided that the focus of its efforts needed to include peak oil in
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addition to climate change. The group heard about the Transition Movement in 2008,
and spent the year networking and educating themselves about the movement. They
were accepted as a Transition Town in May 2008, and have labeled themselves the
Bellingen Shire Transition Initiative (BSTI) with a core group of 12 members, 40
people attending events, and a mailing list of 200-300 (St Clair 2009, pers. comm., 26
April). BSTI was Australia’s fourth official Transition initiative (Bellingen Shire
Transition Initiative 2009, p.2).
3.4.2 Progress to date
BSTI holds monthly awareness raising events on topics of peak oil, local food,
and personal resilience through film screenings, guest lecturers, and public
participation discussions. Work groups have formed such as a visioning group, seed
savers network, community housing group, youth, transport, local government liaison,
and a heart and soul group, which explores the psychology that motivates transition
and social change (Bellingen Shire Transition Initiative 2009, p.3). The Eco-Bello
website is maintained as a communication hub linking environmental and
sustainability activity in the Shire, with a connection to a community forum. In
addition, the Bellingen Local Food Network was established in November 2007, and a
carpooling network was created for transport between the town and the larger regional
center 50 km away (Bellingen Shire Transition Initiative 2008, p.3).
3.4.3 Goals
The short-term goals of BSTI are to begin developing a comprehensive
community vision for ‘Bellingen in 2020’, by networking with community groups and
widening the scope of people involved in Transition work. BSTI aims to unite the
efforts of its working groups into an Energy Descent Plan by 2010 (Siegal 2009, pers.
comm., 30 April). Steering group leaders have determined they are uncomfortable with
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the negative connotations of the word ‘descent’ and will call their initiative an ‘energy
action plan’ or ‘energy transition plan’ (Siegal 2009, pers. comm., 30 April).
3.4.4 Relationship with local community groups and council
Bellingen Shire has a vibrant activist community, and at this point it is serving
as a network hub for the existing sustainability groups. On May 4, BSTI hosted a
meeting for sustainability groups in the town in order for groups to report on the work
they are doing, and to determine how to best collaborate in the future (Siegal 2009,
pers. comm., 30 April). Sixteen groups were represented including the Chamber of
Commerce, tourist body, land care groups, and an environmental youth group. Out of
this meeting came a resolution to council that the proposed new community building
will be sustainable and constructed from local materials; in addition the group decided
to meet every three months (Siegal 2009, pers. comm., 30 April).
As far as relations with the local council, a Memorandum of Understanding
was signed, which says the council is supportive of work aimed at lowering the town’s
greenhouse gas emissions (Bellingen Shire Transition Initiative 2009, p.2). The local
council recently hired a sustainability officer to work two days a week, and has signed
on to the ‘Cities for Climate Protection’ program; the officer’s job will be to write an
action plan for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and therefore BSTI hopes to advise
the plan, and coordinate it with their own Energy Action plan. Though BSTI is on the
advisory environmental committee for the council and the groups have friendly
relations, support has so far come only in word (Siegal 2009, pers. comm., 30 April).
3.4.5 Challenges
A main challenge to Transition efforts relayed by steering group member Lisa
Siegal is the voluntary nature of the work. Active members work full time, and
therefore what would really aid Transition in ‘taking off’ would be someone working
on the initiative as a full time position (Siegal 2009, pers. comm., 30 April). Another
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challenge comes in managing the tension between the sense of urgency individuals
feel, with the model of leadership Transition facilitates, which discourages a top-down
organizational approach. Steering group members know that community ownership of
the process is fundamental to its success, and while reaching this point seems to
elongate the process, groups must understand it is integral to the Transition concept (St
Clair 2009, pers. comm., 26 April).

4.0 Discussion
The Transition Movement has developed as a comprehensive approach to
community-based social and environmental change. With its far-reaching aims of
decreasing oil dependency and building resilience in a locality, a major part of my
study was coming to understand what exactly the Transition movement does for
activists, councils, environmental groups, and the larger public within a certain town,
city, or region.
What must ultimately be remembered in an analysis of Transition initiatives in
Australia (and anywhere else), and a theme that I have returned to whether exploring
progress, challenges, or goals, is that the Transition Movement is very young; it was
founded in England only three years ago and has spread to Australia within that time
frame. For a movement so rooted in the acceptance of adaptation and evolution
through experience, it is difficult to analyze its effectiveness and progress at such an
early phase. Relationships with community groups and local councils are still being
established, not to mention that groups are still in the awareness-raising and identity
forming phase they are encouraged to spend at least a year within. A more meaningful
analysis of its progress comes in identifying the roles and purposes it has already
grown to fill in a community, and within the lives of those committed to its
development.
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4.1 Evolved purposes of the Transition Movement
4.1.1 Catalyst for change
Though the movement has not yet reached the point of weaning any of its
towns off of oil, this feat is far from its primary goal at this point. In its first years of
existence, the movement has evolved to serve a certain a purpose: not to be an
organization that coordinates and drives sustainability projects and offers prescriptive
solutions to towns that sign on to its model, but to facilitate a certain approach to
change that inspires the emergence of community-rooted networks and initiatives. This
approach is grounded in trusting individuals to manifest the Transition concept
appropriately in their community, through their commitment to its ideals, knowledge
of their own skills and those of their colleagues, and understanding of the specific
needs and challenges of their communities. What emerges from this process is then
supported by the global Transition Network and networked with the resources, tools,
and momentum of the larger movement.
4.1.2 Power of a positive vision
Transition initiatives provide its members and their community with a positive
vision of the opportunities that exist for rethinking and redesigning the way in which
we live in adapting to and preparing for peak oil and climate change. “The first step to
the creation of a localized, low-energy-abundant future is actually visioning its
possibility” (Hopkins 2008a, p.99). A core principle of the Transition approach is
infusing this atmosphere of hope and potential into the work of the initiative, and
encouraging people to see that it is not through protesting and alienation of others that
change is made.
This vision and framework has so far been largely absent from environmental
movements, and therefore a purpose of Transition within communities is to discourage
the use of fear in raising awareness on peak oil and climate change. “We have become
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to accustomed to campaigning against things that we have lost sight of where it is we
want to go” (Hopkins 2008a, p.98). Transition, instead, focuses on including in the
discussion of the severity of environmental crises the idea that we may not be at the
edge of disaster but of social evolution and cultural and economic renaissance in a
transition towards more resilient, productive, and local lifestyles (Hopkins 2008a,
p.15). This vision’s inspiration and motivation for Transition groups has evolved into a
critical purpose of the entire Transition approach.
4.1.3 Community action hub
Another purpose that the Transition Movement is uniquely suited to fill is that
of connector between existing community groups working in the environmental field,
the local council, and the larger public in a community. Its role, as seen through the
development of Transition Bellingen and Transition Blue Mountains for example, is to
not only to seed its own projects; it is to facilitate the collaboration of environmental
projects that are already going on in a community yet operating independently of one
another, by recognizing this work, yet encouraging cooperation and strengthened local
government relations in order to move efforts forward. This is done through activists
literally meeting one another, hearing about each another’s challenges and
achievements, devising plans to support projects, expand membership bases and
collaborate, and eventually putting together their visions in an energy descent roadmap
to be presented to council.
4.1.4 Mainstreaming of concepts
A purpose of the Transition Movement comes also in its capacity to
mainstream ideas of energy descent, relocalization, oil independency, and
permaculture by creating an open, inclusive movement that seeks to draw in
individuals who do not usually identify with environmental causes. “It is a call to learn
new ways of communicating with the mainstream, to seek to engage with others on an
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unprecedented scale” (Hopkins 2008a, p.141). Through its positive and holistic
message, the Transition Movement has the ability to move outside of the stereotypes
associated with environmentalism and permaculture, and reach beyond the traditional
circles these movements have built. This is because the Transition approach “removes
peak oil from the ‘environment box’, and shows how people –in the midst of their busy
lives- are taking this work on, living locally, and redesigning their lives” (Wallace
2009, pers. comm., 14 April).

4.2 Strengths of the Transition model
4.2.1 Adaptability
An emerging theme in my interviews was the perceived strengths of the
Transition model, which have caused the movement to spread ‘virally’ around the UK
and now around the world in its first years of existence. I have come to understand the
strengths of the Transition approach as grounded in a number of its core principles. For
one, the Transition model is fundamentally rooted in adaptability. “Each community
that gets involved is contributing valuable research as to what works and what doesn’t,
and how the model needs to be adapted for different scales, settings, and cultures”
(Hopkins 2008a, p.202). The model does not seek to present anyone with a set of
solutions or proclaim to know the answer to peak oil. Infused by the wisdom of
permaculture principles such as ‘integrate rather than segregate’ and ‘use small and
slow solutions’ (Hopkins 2008, p.139), the Transition model provides information and
resources to communities and entrusts them to appropriately adapt the model to their
specific context. It then provides regional, national, and global networks to support the
emerging initiatives.
The adaptability intrinsic to the Transition model means that the resilient future
for a locality will be based on a community generated vision. The community
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ownership over the Transition process has proved critical to its success; any
progression forward is accepted on the community’s terms. In addition, the envisioning
process is guided by use of “open space technology”, which means that the agenda of
meetings and gatherings is set by those in attendance, to facilitate a collaborative
process that it is steered only through the interests, passions, and commitments of those
involved and present.
4.2.2 Inclusivity
The Transition model is also strengthened by its belief in inclusivity;
committed individuals have been attracted to the movement because the model draws
people in by encouraging collective action and collaboration based on positive
visioning and not fear of the future. According to Russ Grayson (2009), Transition has
broad appeal because “it is secular, and non politically divisive- whether you are left or
right wing, you know that we are all faced with the same larger problems” (pers.
comm., 26 April). This inclusivity is taken to the level of structure and organization, as
the Transition model is non-hierarchal and encourages involvement at individual
interest points. “The Transition model is powerful because anyone can be involved, it
connects all aspects of a community, and it allows people to engage where their
passion is,” (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28 April). The initial steering committee is
encouraged to design its demise from the onset, maintaining an explicit avoidance of
hierarchal structures, and allowing emerging working group leaders to come together
and develop the next phase of the initiative’s growth (Hopkins 2008, p.148).
Interviewees identified a shortcoming of the model as only having been
developed to the point of devising an Energy Descent Action Plan, which has not
emerged as the goal for all working initiatives, and is really only the beginning of the
work for those who have chosen to take it on.
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4.3 Challenges faced by Transition Initiatives
Though Transition initiatives have manifested in accordance with the unique
contexts of communities and leaders, a number of common challenges can be
identified among them. The primary challenge seems to be the voluntary nature of
Transition involvement. Though interviewees stressed this is also a strength of the
movement –people are involved because of genuine interest and commitment- progress
forward is slowed by the reality that members are employed full-time elsewhere. What
would enable initiatives to have the capacity to significantly progress would be the
employment of even one individual full time for Transition work (Siegal 2009, pers.
comm., 30 April). This capacity for full dedication may allow Transition initiatives to
move out of the realm of a peripheral passion of steering group leaders.
Another challenge that can be identified as common to Transition initiatives is
balancing a non-hierarchal movement with a level of organization essential to moving
it forward. Transition initiatives need to move fast enough to remain relevant, but slow
enough to develop substantial alliances and networks, and raise awareness and
momentum. These are conflicting forces, yet both are imperative to the success of
Transition in a community.
4.3.1 Community group relations
The challenge that comes in working with existing environmental community
groups has involved the hesitancy of some groups to accept a model they do not want
imposed on them, or that they fear will divert resources from their own projects.
Though principles of Transition are inclusion and adaptability, and groups do not seek
to provide answers or impose a model but rather network and support existing work,
this may be misperceived, as Transition initiatives do come backed with literature and
a developed framework. As seen with the experience of Permaculture North and
Transition Sydney, functioning and thriving existing groups are not always swept away
38

by the Transition Movement, though their leaders do understand the value of
collaboration between environmental groups (Pyett 2009, pers. comm., 24 April). With
permaculture in particular, the relationship is an interesting one; Transition is
underpinned by permaculture principles, and by seeking to apply them to the social
landscape, has mainstreamed permaculture in a few years in a way that permaculture
has not managed in the last 25 (Grayson 2009, pers. comm., 26 April). That being said,
not all Transition members identify with the permaculture movement; its principles are
more “implicit than explicit” to the Transition approach (Hopkins 2008a, p.41).
However in regions such as the Blue Mountains and Bellingen Shire that have a
vibrant activist community, the challenge of Transition groups has come in developing
an identity that enables them to effectively network with groups, and also form their
own working groups that serve to combine visions and efforts, and prepare a cohesive
energy descent roadmap for the region.

4.4 Towards the spread of Transition in Australia
Transition leaders explain that because the movement it is still predominantly
UK-focused, the emerging Transition Australia network may be able to provide the
organization, resources, networks, and publicity the initiatives need to gain momentum
and grow in this country. This would enable emerging initiates to look firstly to more
relevant successes and experiences in Australia (Power 2009, pers. comm., 28 April).
The Transition Australia network could facilitate communication and administrative
work on a national level, and serve as an entry point for new Transition groups
(Grayson 2009, pers. comm., 26 April).
Fiona Campbell also expressed the need for trainings to be held towards the
development of community facilitation and participatory skills, which are essential to
the effectiveness of a Transition initiative (2009, pers. comm., 26 April). Grants from
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either the UK or emerging Transition Australia network which groups could apply for
could enable one member (in the beginning) to work full-time on the Transition
initiative; groups’ effectiveness could be significantly boosted through simply a greater
amount of time devoted to networking and event planning. Sonya Wallace, the cocoordinator of Transition Sunshine Coast, emphasized that continued spread will be
facilitated through an increased awareness of the model through networking,
Transition trainings, biannual national gatherings, and increased visibility through a
more developed Internet and media presence (2009, pers. comm., 14 April).
In addition, external events such as extreme weather, the decline of the global
economy, and a significant increase in oil prices may push people towards a greater
sense of urgency in seeking alternatives and actively supporting relocalization
initiatives (Millington 2009, pers. comm., 18 April).
That being said, as Permaculture North President Penny Pyett expresses, the
Transition Movement is still in its early phases, and will come across both successes
and failures (2009, pers. comm., 24 April). She stresses that involved participants
cannot expect the optimistic pictures devised through the Transition envisioning
process to fully come into reality, as the movement will run into barriers in place by
governmental policies and processes (Pyett 2009, pers. comm., 24 April).
Nonetheless, the analysis of Transition is the analysis of a living process. It is a
movement that –as time passes- will evolve to take on different roles and face different
challenges and achievements as its numbers grow, its reach expands, and its publicity
is heightened.
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5.0 Conclusion
This study set out to explore the Transition Movement’s approach to social and
environmental change, as manifested through the work of four Transition initiatives in
Australia. I found that the core of the Transition approach is its belief that energy
descent is the inevitable outcome of peak oil and climate change, and that this reality
provides the opportunity and urgency for communities to move toward a more locally
resilient future. For change to be rooted and sustained, the ‘transitioning’ process must
be adaptable, inclusive, and guided by the passion, capacities, and needs of the
community itself. With 15 official Transition initiatives in Australia as of this writing,
and unofficial interest generated in many other communities, potential exists for a
strengthening, widespread, and recognized social movement to emerge.
One aim of this study was to explore the progress of Transition initiatives in
Australia. However, since the earliest of these initiatives formed within the last two
years, all are still in the process of forming identities, raising awareness, and
developing substantial networks. I found in this study that a more meaningful analysis
of Transition initiatives’ progress thus far comes in identifying the roles they have
taken on within communities. These include serving as a catalyst for communityspecific projects to emerge, which are then supported by the larger movement. Another
purpose is to act as a hub that draws together the environmental work being done in a
community, and then to devise an energy descent action plan to move the collective
work forward. Transition initiatives also serve to bring community members not
involved with environmental causes into the discussion, by introducing the idea that a
rebirth of local communities that grow their own food, create their own energy, build
out of local materials, and are inhabited by more satisfied, skilled, and locally rooted
inhabitants could emerge out of peak oil and climate change-- if these challenges are
perceived as unprecedented opportunities to redesign our settlements and lifestyles.
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The initiative in Australia farthest along the “12 Steps of Transition” is the
Sunshine Coast, which is preparing to release its regional Energy Descent Action Plan.
Transition Sydney is working on developing its website and hosting more Transition
trainings as it develops as a hub for emerging community groups in the Sydney area.
Transition Blue Mountains is seeking to seed working groups through community
events, and effectively network with and support the work of its existing
environmental activist community. Transition Bellingen also is strengthening
community group and local council relations, and working to bring together the efforts
of these groups into an energy action plan for the region by 2010.
This study has found that Transition initiatives, though emerging in the context
of their community, face common challenges such as the voluntary nature of the work,
which slows their progress and effectiveness as most active members must also
balance full-time jobs. In addition, some initiatives have struggled -or are at least
hesitant to engage fully with- existing environmental groups in a community for fear
that the Transition model may perceive to be imposed or prioritized rather than used as
a tool for support and collaboration. Initiatives also face challenges of balancing their
non-hierarchal organization with the need for organization, structure, and progress
forward.
The spread of the Transition movement in the future could be facilitated by the
emerging Transition Australia network, which will serve to organize and publicize
initiatives on a national scale. External events related to the onset of peak oil and
climate change may motivate urgency and direct efforts towards relocalization projects
such as those the Transition Movement seeks to develop. Continued spread may also
occur through an increased Internet and media presence, greater number of Transition
trainings, and expansion of networks with business, government, and activist leaders.
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Ultimately, the results of this study are specific to the current phase and
capacities of Transition initiatives, most of which are only in their first year of
existence. As time passes, groups should grow into more established identities with
more substantial and active relationships with local community groups and councils.
As the number of their committed members increases and social reach is expanded,
Transition groups will gain the momentum and visibility essential to bringing about the
locally-rooted, community-directed change they seek.
5.1 Recommendations for further study
This study has explored a wide range of themes related to the philosophies,
principles, and practical manifestations of the Transition Movement in order to present
a broad picture of the status of the movement in Australia. Each of the themes
discussed in this report could be the focus of its own study project. These include the
effectiveness of Transition initiatives’ relationships with existing community groups,
and the value of relationships with local councils on groups’ momentum and
credibility. I would also recommend a study on the psychology behind Transition’s
approach to catalyzing change, and research on the valuable work of the many other
Australian initiatives that were not highlighted in this report.
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Appendix A
List of dates of formal interviews held, and the interviewees affiliation
Date
April 14-15

Interviewee
Sonya Wallace

Affiliation
Steering group member of Transition Sunshine Coast

April 18

Janet Millington

Steering group member of Transition Sunshine Coast

April 21

Peter Driscoll

Steering group member of Transition Sydney

April 24

Penny Pyett

President of Permaculture North, Sydney

April 26

Russ Grayson

Steering group member of Transition Sydney

April 26

Fiona Campbell

Transition Sydney member and Local Councilor

April 26

Jen St Clair

Steering group member of Transition Bellingen

April 28

Clare Power

Steering group member of Transition Blue Mtns.

April 29

Jed Walker

Steering group member of Transition Blue Mtns.

April 30

Lisa Siegal

Steering group member of Transition Bellingen
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Appendix B
Sample list of interview questions:
1. How was the Transition initiative formed?
2. How have you adapted the Transition model to your community?
3. What practical initiatives have emerged?
4. What are the short and long term goals of your Transition work?
5. Does the group have a plan to write an EDAP (Energy Descent Action Plan)?
If so, what would that process be like?
6. What is your Transition group’s relationship with existing community groups
working in the environmental field?
7. What is your group’s relationship with the local council? What are the goals for
the future of this relationship?
8. What are the main challenges your Transition initiative has faced?
9. What do you perceive are the strengths (and shortcomings) of the Transition
model?
10. What do you think would best facilitate the continued spread of Transition in
Australia?
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Appendix C
Envisioning the resilient community:
Results of a Transition Sydney workshop

(Grayson, R. 2009. Creative Commons License)
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Appendix D
“12 Key Steps to embarking on your Transition journey”
#1. Set up a steering group and design its demise from the outset
This stage puts a core team in place to drive the project forward during the initial phases. We
recommend that you form your Steering Group with the aim of getting through stages 2 – 5, and agree
that once a minimum of four sub-groups (see #5) are formed, the Steering Group disbands and reforms
with a person from each of those groups.
#2. Awareness raising
Screenings of key movies (Inconvenient Truth, End of Suburbia, Crude Awakening, Power of
Community) along with panels of “experts” to answer questions at the end of each, are very effective.
Talks by experts in their field of climate change, peak oil and community solutions can be very
inspiring. Articles in local papers, interviews on local radio, presentations to existing groups, including
schools, are also part of the toolkit to get people aware of the issues and ready to start thinking of
solutions.
#3. Lay the foundations
This stage is about networking with existing groups and activists, making clear to them that the
Transition Town initiative is designed to incorporate their previous efforts and future inputs by looking
at the future in a new way. Acknowledge and honor the work they do, and stress that they have a vital
role to play.
#4. Organize a Great Unleashing
This stage creates a memorable milestone to mark the project’s “coming of age”, moves it right into the
community at large, builds a momentum to propel your initiative forward for the next period of its work
and celebrates your community’s desire to take action.
In terms of timing, we estimate that 6 months to a year after your first “awareness raising” movie
screening is about right. It needn’t be just talks, it could include music, food, opera, break dancing,
whatever you feel best reflects your community’s intention to embark on this collective adventure.
#5. Form sub groups
Ideally, sub groups are needed for all aspects of life that are required by your community to sustain itself
and thrive. Examples of these are: food, waste, energy, education, youth, economics, transport, water,
local government.
Each of these sub groups is looking at their area and trying to determine the best ways of building
community resilience and reducing the carbon footprint. Their solutions will form the backbone of the
Energy Descent Action Plan.
#6. Use Open Space
In theory it ought not to work. A large group of people comes together to explore a particular topic or
issue, with no agenda, no timetable, no obvious coordinator and no minute takers.
The essential reading on Open Space is Harrison Owen’s Open Space Technology: A User’s Guide, and
you will also find Peggy Holman and Tom Devane’s The Change Handbook: Group Methods for
Shaping the Future an invaluable reference on the wider range of such tools.
#7 Develop visible, practical manifestations of the project
It is essential that you avoid any sense that your project is just a talking shop where people sit around
and draw up wish lists. Your project needs, from an early stage, to begin to create practical, high
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visibility manifestations in your community. These will significantly enhance people’s perceptions of
the project and also their willingness to participate.
#8. Facilitate the Great Reskilling
If we are to respond to peak oil and climate change by moving to a lower energy future and relocalizing
our communities, then we’ll need many of the skills that our grandparents took for granted. Some
examples of courses are: repairing, cooking, cycle maintenance, natural building, loft insulation, dyeing,
herbal walks, gardening, basic home energy efficiency, making sour doughs, practical food growing (the
list is endless).
#9 Build a bridge to Local Government
Whatever the degree of groundswell your Transition Town initiative manages to generate, however
many practical projects you’ve initiated and however wonderful your Energy Descent Plan is, you will
not progress too far unless you have cultivated a positive and productive relationship with your local
authority. Whether it is planning issues, funding issues or providing connections, you need them on
board. Contrary to your expectations, you may well find that you are pushing against an open door.
#10 Honor the elders
For those of us born in the 1960s when the cheap oil party was in full swing, it is very hard to picture a
life with less oil. Every year of my life (the oil crises of the 70s excepted) has been underpinned by more
energy than the previous years.
In order to rebuild that picture of a lower energy society, we have to engage with those who directly
remember the transition to the age of Cheap Oil, especially the period between 1930 and 1960.
While you clearly want to avoid any sense that what you are advocating is ‘going back’ or ‘returning’ to
some dim distant past, there is much to be learnt from how things were done, what the invisible
connections between the different elements of society were and how daily life was supported. Finding
out all of this can be deeply illuminating, and can lead to our feeling much more connected to the place
we are developing our Transition Town projects.
#11 Let it go where it wants to go…
Although you may start out developing your Transition Town process with a clear idea of where it will
go, it will inevitably go elsewhere. If you try and hold onto a rigid vision, it will begin to sap your
energy and appear to stall. Your role is not to come up with all the answers, but to act as a catalyst for
the community to design their own transition.
#12 Create an Energy Descent Plan
Each subgroup will have been focusing on practical actions to increase community resilience and reduce
the carbon foot print. Combined, these actions form the Energy Descent Action Plan. That’s where the
collective genius of the community has designed its own future to take account of the potential threats
from Peak Oil and Climate Change.

(http://transitiontowns.org/TransitionNetwork/12Steps)
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